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Introduction 
 
The United Nations General Assembly Resolution 61/105 (UNGA, 2006) calls upon Regional Fisheries 
Management Organizations (RFMOs), such as NAFO, to identify vulnerable marine ecosystems (VMEs) in the high 
seas and to adopt protective measures for those in danger of significant adverse impact from fishing gear.  The 
Fisheries and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations has responded to this request by preparing 
technical guidelines to assist States and RFMOs in formulating and implementing the appropriate measures for the 
management of deep-sea fisheries (FAO, 2008).  The FAO Guidelines provide examples of species groups, 
communities and habitat-forming species that are documented or considered sensitive and potentially vulnerable to 
fishing activities in the high-seas.  These include deep-water corals, hydroids and sponges.  However, not all deep-
water coral species meet the criteria of VME components suggested by the FAO.  Fuller et al. (2008) reviewed the 
coral taxa known to occur in the NAFO Regulatory Area (NRA) and produced a list of large gorgonians, black coral, 
stony coral and sea pens considered to be VME components. This list was adopted by the NAFO Working Group on 
the Ecosystem Approach to Fisheries Management (WGEAFM) (NAFO, 2008a) and by the NAFO Scientific 
Council (NAFO, 2008b). At the same time the NAFO Ad hoc Working Group of Fisheries Managers and Scientists 
has drafted an “Exploratory Fishery Data Collecting Form” template for its work on VME encounter protocols 
(NAFO, 2009) and identified the need for good keys to the coral taxa in the NRA (Divisions 3 LMNO) to improve 
data quality.  The WGEAFM also drew attention to the poor quality of observer data and recommended that good 
keys should be developed.  This working paper is a response to these calls for practical keys for use by fishers, 
technicians and others at sea for identifying coral. They are not intended to be used as taxonomic guides, as those 
are available elsewhere. 
 
Development of the Coral Identification Sheets 
 
A request was put to members of the WGEAFM for participation in a subgroup to develop coral identification sheets 
for the NRA.   Further assistance was obtained from the Benthic Ecology Laboratory at the Bedford Institute of 
Oceanography, Canada, who have expertise in coral identification. Those who responded are included in the 
authorship of this working paper. The subgroup at first dealt with the following issues: 
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1) What is the purpose of the keys? 
2) What species/taxa should be included to satisfy the purpose? 
3) What format should the final product take? 
4) What should the properties of the final product have? 
 
It was decided that the keys should be used for identifying the coral taxa at sea in order to improve the quality of 
data coming to member States and NAFO.  It was further decided that only the commonly caught taxa should be 
included and if full identification to species requires microscopic or expert identification, then the taxon should be 
represented at the genus level to avoid incorrect reporting. For example, the soft corals can be very difficult to 
identify, even for experts, and those that cannot be readily discerned were grouped as Neptheidae, representing the 
family. If one species of a genus was common and the other rare, and the two can be easily distinguished (e.g., 
Paragorgia arborea is common, while P. johnsoni is rare), then we included both to obtain better data on the rare 
occurrences and to show the similar species. The only exception was the inclusion of Lophelia pertusa as this coral 
although not found in the NRA is known to occur in the mid-Atlantic and on the Scotian Shelf and as it is such an 
important reef-building species the expert group included it. The initial list of taxa under consideration was that 
presented in the Fuller et al. (2008) report. This list was then collapsed according to the above criteria. In total 27 
taxa were selected. The document is intended to be a “living” document and additional pages can be added if 
experience of use shows that change is required.  
 
We also recognized that most of the intended users will use pictures to identify the taxa as they appear on deck, and 
will also wish to minimize reading time associated with identification. Consequently, the guide uses clear photos of 
the specimens taken on deck (no underwater photos) and illustrates those features which help to distinguish the 
taxon using current taxonomic descriptors. A number of products used to identify fish were examined and one which 
utilized half of a standard letter sheet of paper (8.5 x 5.5 in) was selected for its clarity and ease of use.  Templates 
were sent around at various stages to the subgroup members and the majority opinions were followed. It was viewed 
that the pages should be uncluttered, simple, and provide quick and accurate reference.  Some issues which were 
discussed but not entertained were:  1) use of maps (viewed to be quickly outdated and may preclude accurate 
identification if used over taxon guides; information on bottom type and depth ranges were included as a 
replacement for this type of information which was seen to be reinforcing rather than diagnostic in nature); 2) use of 
logos on photos (viewed to clutter the pictures unnecessarily and distract from the diagnostic features; an 
acknowledgement page was added to the guide to recognize contributions); 3) inclusion of a dichotomous key to 
identify taxa (this requires detailed knowledge, such as number of tentacles on the polyps, which is not practical for 
the purpose of the guide; a Table of Contents showing each genus as a picture thumbnail was included to facilitate 
comparison and assist in quick reference).  
 
The draft coral identification sheets are illustrated in Appendix 1. Upon endorsement from the Scientific Council 
these sheets will be placed on the NAFO website and hard copies printed on waterproof or laminated paper and 
spirally-bound.  
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Appendix 1.  Draft Coral Identification Guide 
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